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CONTEMPORARY ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDIES 
AND RESEARCH TRENDS I N  THE 
GERMAN DEMOCRAT1 C REPUBLIC 
Norbert 3'. Riedl  
Universi ty of Tennessee 
Since our discussions take  place within the  genera l  framework 
of c u l t u r a l  anthropology, I f e e l  t h a t  t h r e e  re levant  observations 
need t o  be made f i r s t  which do not  p e r t a i n  t o  East Germany alone,  
but  r a t h e r  t o  cont inenta l  Europe i n  genera l :  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  
d i f ference  between anthropology as a d i s c i p l i n e  i n  the  United 
S ta tes  and on the  Continent, the  divergent i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of the  
term "folklore"  i n  i t s  Anglo-American and German usage, and the  
importance of museums as centers  of research i n  Europe. 
I n  most of t h e  European countries "anthropology" r e f e r s  t o  
physica l  anthropology alone. Archaeology, ethnology, and l i n g u i s t i c s  
are separa te  and usual ly  a l so  independent d i s c i p l i n e s ,  each with it$ 
own i n s t i t u t e  and academic cha i r  within a Faculty of Philosophy 
(1shida 1965 ; Hultkrantz 1967). I n  t h e  German-speaking countr ies  a 
f u r t h e r  d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  made between ethnology and f o l k l o r e  which, 
again,  form separa te  and only loosely  connected d i s c i p l i n e s .  An 
explanation f o r  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  can be found perhaps i n  t h e  t r i cho-  
t o w  which character izes  the  development of ethnology i n  Germany: 
t r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  a d i s t i n c t i o n  was made between what could be c a l l e d  
"national" ethnology (~o lkskunde  ) and "global" ethnology which goes 
back t o  F. Ratzel  and A. Bast ian and which included t h e  p r imi t ive  
cu l tu res  of t h e  world, as w e l l  as  t h e  high cu l tu res  ( ~ o c h k u l t u r e n )  
of Europe and Asia. A t h i r d  type of ethnology, mainly cha rac t e r i s t i c  
of t h e  nineteenth century, l imi ted i t s e l f  t o  the  study of non l i t e ra te  
soc ie t i es  ( ~ a t u r v o e l k e r )  and i s  be s t  exemplified by the  work of 
Theodor Wait z and h i s  Anthropologie der Naturvoelker (1859). 
' ~ a t i o n a l "  ethnology was f i r s t  t o  develop systematically i n  
Germany as a f i e l d  of study,  i f  not as an academic d i sc ip l ine .  As 
Ethnographie, Folklore, or  as Volkskunde it dea l t  and s t i l l  deals 
with the study of a l l  t r a d i t i o n a l  aspects of German cul ture  such as 
folk housing and bui lding,  set t lement,  costumes, customs and manners 
(S i t t en  und ~ebraeuche)  , folk b e l i e f s ,  na r r a t i ve s ,  songs, dances, 
e t  c. Although Volkskunde was o r ig ina l l y  l a rge ly  ethnographic-des- 
c r i p t i ve  and rural-oriented ( ~ u t z  1958)~ strong attempts have been 
made ever s ince  the  ea r ly  1950s t o  make it more current and t o  
develop it i n t o  a t r u l y  comparative study of European ethnology 
(Erixon 1951 and 1967). Primarily,  however, it i s  i t s  h o l i s t i c  
approach t o  the  study of t r a d i t i o n a l  cul ture  which dis t inguishes  
German fo lk lore  from folklore  as we f ind  it i n  Br i t a in  and America. 
As prac t iced  here ,  a t  l e a s t  u n t i l  very recently,  fo lklore  would have 
t o  be considered the  study of t h e  "verbal a r t s "  or  of "oral  t radi t ions ' '  
only ( ~ i e d l  1966). Because of t h i s  conceptual d i f ference i n  the  use 
of the  terms "folklore" and Volkskunde, and i n  order t o  keep confusion 
a t  a minimum, the  term "ethnographyu w i l l  be used i n  t he  remainder 
of t h i s  paper whenever Volkskunde i s  meant. 
Final ly ,  the  t h i r d  point  t h a t  needs t o  be made i s  t h a t  most 
l a rge r  European museums are much more engaged i n  ac tua l  f i e l d  work, 
research,  and teaching than i s  t h e  case i n  the  United S ta tes .  Many 
of these museums have t h e i r  own publ ica t ions  and through them make 
important contributions t o  the  study of man and h i s  behavior. 
The s i t u a t i o n  of e thnological  s tud ies  i n  East  Germany more o r  
l e s s  conforms t o  t h i s  general  European pa t t e rn .  When looking a t  t h e  
f i e l d s  of ethnology and ethnography i n  t he  German Democratic Republic, 
the f i r s t  impression one receives i s  t h a t  the  study of t h e  l a t t e r  i s  
^ 
s t r e s s ed  a t  the expense of the  former. This applies t o  teaching as 
wel l  as t o  research performed. The ove ra l l  qua l i ty  of t h e  ethnographic 
publicat ions is  general ly  qui te  h i g h ~ d e s p i t e  the  frequent Marxist- 
Leninist  in terspers ions  which seem la rge ly  superfluous. 'What make 
some of these  publ ica t ions  pa r t i cu l a r l y  valuable and use fu l  t o  s tudents  
of Eastern Europe a re  the  frequent contr ibut ions ,  i n  German, from 
o ther  countries of t h e  S o c i a l i s t  b loc .  
As i n  most o ther  European countr ies ,  ethnographic work i n  East  
Germany usually r e f l e c t s  a  h i s to r ica l -desc r ip t ive  approach. However, 
the re  appears t o  be a  de f i n i t e  attempt t o  make ethnographic research 
more re levant  and t o  keep up with new developments i n  Western Europe. 
For t h i s  very purpose a  methodologically or iented symposium was he ld  
i n  Bad Saarow during December 1967. Scholars from seven European 
countries pa r t i c i pa t ed  i n  t h i s  symposium, t h e  r e s u l t s  of which were 
recent ly  published "under the  t i t l e  Probleme und Methoden yolkskundlicher 
Gegenwartsfors c h u g  ( ~ a c o b e i t  and Nedo 1969 ) . Two general  t rends  a re  
not iceable  i n  t h i s  new development: a  focusing on t h e  soc iocu l tu ra l  
problems a r i s i ng  out. of the  nineteenth century i n d u s t r i a l i  zat ion , 
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urbanization,  Landflucht, and the  decline of t h e  once so important 
( t o  German ethnography) v i l l age  l i f e ,  and, secondly, a desi re  t o  
pa r t i c ipa t e  and t o  cooperate i n  the  newly revived f i e l d  of compara- 
t i v e  European ethnology. 
Most of the  ethnographic and. ethnological  work ca r r ied  out i n  
the  German Democratic Republic i s  centered i n  t h e  c i t i e s  of Ber l in ,  
Leipzig, Dresden, and Bautzen. Aside from univers i t i es  and museums, 
t he  s ing le  most important fac to r  i n  the  study of German ethnography 
i s  the  German Academy of Sciences i n  Berl in ( ~ e u t s c h e  Akademie der 
Wissens chaften zu ~ e r l i n )  and i t s  a f f i l i a t e d  i n s t i t u t e s .  The most 
important of these  i s  t h e  I n s t i t u t e  f o r  German Ethnography i n  Berl in 
( i n s t i t u t  fuer  deutsche ~olk-skunde),  with branches i n  Dresden and 
Rostock . Under t he  di rect ion of two renowned ethnographers , the  
f o l k l o r i s t  Adolf Spamer and t he  Finno-Ugric expert  Wolfgang S t e i n i t z  
(both now deceased), t he  i n s t i t u t e  i n  Berl in became the  main center 
of ethnographic s tud ies  i n  East Germany. While a l l  areas of folk  
cul ture  are  represented a t  t h i s  i n s t i t u t e ,  i t s  main s t reng th  l i e s  
within the f i e l d  of fo lk lore  ( o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s ) .  
Also loca ted  i n  Berl in said equally important i s  t h e  I n s t i t u t e  
of Ethnology and German Ethnography of Humboldt University ( ~ n s t i t u t  
flier Voelkerkunde und deutsche Volkskunde) . For Berlin we should 
a l so  mention the  Academic I n s t i t u t e  f o r  History which conducts 
e thnohis to r ica l  s tud ies  of t he  Barbarikum ( l a t e  prehis tory  and ear ly  
h i s t o ry  of ~ u r o p e )  , and the  Museum of Ethnography. 
While Ber l in ,  then,  leads  i n  t h e  f i e l d  of German ethnography, 
Leipzig i s  t he  main center  of e thnological  s tud ies  i n  East  Germany. 
Both i t s  Museum of Ethnology a,nd the  Ju l i u s  Lips I n s t i t u t e  of 
Ethnology and Comparative Legal Sociology ( ~ u l i u s - ~ i ~ s - ~ n s t  i t u t  f ue r  
of Karl  Marx Univer- 
s i t y  are  we l l  known--the Museum f o r  i t s  f i n e  Austral ian,  Oceanian, 
and North Asian co l lec t ions ,  and t he  I n s t i t u t e  f o r  t h e  work on North 
American Indians "by i t s  l a t e  d i r ec to r  Ju l i u s  Lips and h i s  wife Eva 
Lips,  t he  present  d i rec to r .  
Dresden, l a rge ly  because of i t s  exce l l en t  Museum of Ethnology 
and t he  work it produces, i s  another important center  f o r  e thnological  
s tud ies  i n  the  German Democratic Republic. Ethnography i s  represent-  
ed  through t h e  branch of t h e  Berl in I n s t i t u t e  of German Ethnography 
and the  S t a t e  Museum of Folk Art. 
A l i t t l e  known ye t  i n t e r e s t i ng  aspect of East German ethnography 
is  the  study of t he  Sorbs, which i s  centered a t  the  Academic I n s t i t u t e  
f o r  Sorbian Ethnography a t  Bautzen ( ~kademie- Ins t i tu t  f u e r  sorbische 
~ o l k s f o r s  c h u g )  . The Sorbs, o r  Wends, a r e  a western S lav ic  minority 
group l i v ing  i n  the  area  between the  Elbe and Oder r i v e r s ,  b e s t  known 
t o  us as Lusat ia  ( ~ a u s i t z ) .  So rb i s t i k ,  as t h e  Germans c a l l  i t ,  i s  a l s o  
s tudied and taught a t  the  Sorbian I n s t i t u t e  of Karl  Marx Universi ty 
i n  Leipzig. The be s t  co l l ec t ion  of Sorbian ethnographic ma t e r i a l  i s  
housed i n  the  Spreewald Museum, at Luebbenau. 
Most of the  i n s t i t u t e s  of t he  German Academy of  Sciences, and 
even the  Academy i t s e l f ,  were es tab l i shed  a f t e r  t he  l a s t  war. The 
increase i n  s t a f f  i n ' t h e  various i n s t i t u t e s  and museums, as -well as 
the  newly founded publ icat ions ,  are cha rac t e r i s t i c  of t h e  postwar 
developments i n  East Germany. The Academy, i t s  various i n s t i t u t e s ,  
and most of t h e  l a rge r  museums a l l  publish t h e i r  own journals and 
per iodicals  . The Berlin I n s t i t u t e  of German Ethnography puts out 
th ree  publications : t h e  yearbook Deutsches Jahrbuch fue r  Volkskunde , 
since 1955 ; t he  journal  Demos, which i s  devoted mainly t o  ethnographic 
and f o l k l o r i s t i c  repor ts  and a r t i c l e s  from the  Eastern European 
s o c i a l i s t  countr ies ,  s ince  1960; and a monograph s e r i e s  e n t i t l e d  
Veroeffentlichungen des I n s t i t u t s  fuer  deutsche Volkskunde , s ince  
1950. 
Ethnology i s  a lso  represented through three  major "publications 
put out by t h e  ethnological  museums of Leipzig and Dresden. The 
Leipzig museum publishes the  yearbook Jahrbuch des Museums fue r  
Voelkerkunde zu Leipzig, continued a f t e r  the  war with Volume 10 
( l 9 5 l ) ,  as wel l  as i t s  Veroeffentlichungen des Museums fuer  
Voelkerkunde zu Leipzig, continued from 1958 with Volume 9 .  The 
Dresden ethnology museum publishes t he  s e r i e s  Abhandlungen und 
Beri chte des S t a a t l i  chen Museums fuer  Voelkerkunde Dresden, con- 
t inued from 1962 with Volume 21. 
While these  publications cons t i tu te  t he  main ou t l e t s  f o r  
ethnographic and ethnological  research i n  East Germany, four  more 
need t o  be mentioned because they are re levant  t o  our topic :  t h e  
Sorbian I n s t i t u t e  at Bautzen has published s ince  1953 ~ & o p i s  
i n s t i t u t a  za serbski  ludospyt [ ~ n n a l s  of t he  I n s t i t u t e  of Sorbian 
Studies] ,  and s ince  1954 Spisy i n s t i t u t a  za serbski  ludospyt 
[ ~ o u r n a l  of t h e  I n s t i t u t e  of Serbian Studies 1. I n  1967 Volkskundliche 
I n f  ormat ionen, published by t h e  Department of Ethnology and German 
Ethnography of t h e  German Academy of Sciences a t  Ber l in  ( ~ e k t i o n  f u e r  
Voelkerkunde und deutsche Volkskunde), began appearing, pr imar i ly  
f o r  t h e  purpose of disseminating information about ethnographic 
events ,  pub l i ca t ions ,  research endeavors, e t c . ,  t o  t h e  genera l  publ ic .  
This department was es tab l i shed  i n  1956 t o  coordinate ethnographic 
and e thno log ica l  research within t h e  German Democratic Republic. It 
cons i s t s  of th ree  committees represent ing ethnology, ethnography, and 
museology. 
The l a s t  publ ica t ion t o  be c i t e d  i s  Ethnographisch-archaeologische 
Z e i t s c h r i f t  published by t h e  Academic I n s t i t u t e  of History s ince  1953 
and appearing under i t s  present  name s ince  1960. A s  was pointed  
out e a r l i e r ,  t h i s  i n s t i t u t e  deals  with l a t e  p r e h i s t o r i c  and e a r l y  
h i s t o r i c a l  problems pr imar i ly  as they a f f e c t  Germany. It i s  p a r t  of 
t h e  I n s t i t u t e  f o r  Ancient History'. 
Academic t r a i n i n g  i n  both ethnology and ethnography cons i s t s  of 
four  years of s tudy leading t o  the  "St a t e  ~xamina t ion"  ( ~ t a a t s e x a m e n )  -- 
roughly the  equivalent  of  our Master of A r t s  degree. Students of 
ethnography spend one of these  years i n  the  f i e l d  o r  a t  museums 
doing p r a c t i c a l  work. Spec ia l  emphasis i s  placed on reg iona l  o r  a r e a  
s p e c i a l i z a t i o n  and on language t r a i n i n g .  Aside from t h e  major 
language(s)  of a chosen geographic a rea ,  s tudents  a re  required  t o  
master a t  l e a s t  two world languages. Majors i n  ethnography a re  
furthermore required  t o  have a working knowledge i n  Latin.  L i t t l e  
wonder t h a t  the re  seems t o  be a c r i t i c a l  shortage of students ( ~ o t h e  
~67:250). The o r ig ina l  admission po l ic ies  of t he  un ivers i ty  i n s t i -  
t u t e s  may fu r the r  have contributed t o  t h i s  shortage: by 1961 t h e  
I n s t i t u t e  of Ethnology and German Ethnography a t  Humboldt University 
i n  Berl in admitted only four students i n  each of the  two f i e l d s  
'every second year" ( U p s  1961:65). To a l l ev i a t e  t he  shortage of 
t r a ined  ethnographers i n  t he  East German museums Humboldt University 
has offered s ince  1966 a four*year correspondence course leading 
a l so  t o  the  " s t a t e  Examination." The correspondence students meet 
twice annually f o r  fourteen days of in tensive  l ec tu res  and. practicums , 
completing each time the  requirements of a f u l l  semester. The 
Ph.D. can be obtained a f t e r  three  years of addi t ional  s tudies .  Career 
opportunit ies are l a rge ly  confined t o  museum posi t ions  o r  t o  cu l tu ra l -  
p o l i t i c a l  work within t h e  government ( ~ i ~ s  1961:65). 
The information presented i n  t h i s  paper may no longer be 
accurate i n  all respects  by t h e  time of i t s  publ icat ion.  Recent re- 
forms within the  Academy and t h e  un ivers i t i es  of E a s t  Germany have 
made cer ta in  s t r u c t u r a l  changes necessary. Thus, a t  Humboldt Univer- 
s i t y  i n  Ber l in ,  the  two d i sc ip l ines  of ethnology and ethnography are 
now combined under ethnography within the  h i s t o ry  sect ion.  A t  t he  
Academy a new department of " A r t  His tory~German ~thnography" has 
been es tab l i shed  within t he  Central  I n s t i t u t e  of History which w i l l  
g rea t ly  influence the  di rect ion of fu tu re  ethnographic research i n  
the  German Democratic Republic. 
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